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Retention and Graduation of Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Students in Initial 
Teacher Education: The More Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Teachers Initiative 
(MATSITI) 
 
Objectives 
Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers are significantly underrepresented in 
Australia, making up less than 1% of teachers in schools. Although the need to increase the numbers of 
Indigenous teachers has been highlighted for many years, little has changed nationally since the 1980s 
when Hughes and Willmot (1982) called for 1000 Indigenous teachers by 1990. This paper focuses on 
a project that is designed to address this problem by improving the retention, success and graduation 
rates of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander university students who are studying to become teachers. 
The project, which is led by the Australian Council of Deans of Education (ACDE) and managed by 
Queensland University of Technology, forms a sub-set of the More Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Teachers Initiative (MATSITI), which is directed by the David Unaipon College of Indigenous 
Education and Research and funded by the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace 
Relations (DEEWR). This large national research project has as a central outcome the developing of 
Action Plans with each participating university to improve their delivery of initial teacher education in 
order to graduate more Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers.  
 
This paper provides an overview of the research connected to the teacher education component of the 
MATSITI project and reports on preliminary findings that have addressed the following research 
questions: 
 
1. What are the key findings of international and Australian literature with respect to understanding 
the barriers and best practices for enrolling, retaining and graduating Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander teachers?  
2. What is the representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders at the Australian universities 
that offer teacher education? What can a large-scale mixed-method scan of these universities tell us 
about enrolment, attrition and retention rates and graduation? What kinds of programs, including 
mainstream education programs and cohort-based and community models are offered, how do they 
differ and what issues do they face?    
3. What can current Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander pre-service teachers from selected 
universities tell us about their experiences and how can we learn from these narratives?  
 
This research sheds light on longstanding and interrelated factors that continue to have an impact on the 
success of teacher education for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.  
 
Perspectives or theoretical framework 
Historically, the participation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students within the Australian 
academy draws on a European historical tradition that in recent years has come under scrutiny. Central 
to discussions are concerns about universities as places to which not all people have equitable access. 
According to the extensive corpus of literature on this point, Aboriginal Australians are significantly 
and chronically underrepresented in both student and staff numbers within Australian universities 
(DiGregorio, Farrington & Page, 2000; Nakata, 2008; Trudgett, 2011).  
 
Concerns over the participation, retention and support of Indigenous Australians within tertiary 
institutions in general are well documented. Recently, Trudgett (2011) claimed that the disparity 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students participating in higher education programs has 
progressively broadened and that it is therefore essential to find out what is impeding Indigenous 
Australians from pursuing and completing degrees at Australian universities. Numerous barriers are 
regularly identified in the scholarly literature on this point, including financial hardship and the lack of 
institutional support (ACER, 2011). Furthermore, on university campuses, there is little recognition 
given to Indigenous Studies and a lack of visibility of Indigenous culture and knowledge. Such barriers 
to Indigenous participation may be related to the historical effects of colonisation and social 
disadvantage as much as they are they are related to cultural difference.  
 
This research into initial teacher education for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders draws on multiple 
theoretical perspectives. The first influential bodies of theory have to do with culturally appropriate 
pedagogies (Darling-Hammond, 2006) and theories about cultural safety (Coopes, 2009), as well as 
‘whiteness’ studies in the Australian and international context (Aveling, 2006). The authors have also 
been influenced by recent perspectives on how teacher education can close the gap between Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous Australians (Indigenous Higher Education Advisory Council, 2010). Finally, we 
approach the research through understandings informed by recent discussions of higher education 
reform (Arbon, 2008; Bradley et al., 2008; Cochran-Smith & Fries, 2005). These perspectives guide the 
manner in which this research is structured. 
 
Methods, techniques or points of inquiry 
The MATSITI research into teacher education, led by the Australian Council of Deans of Education, 
began in March 2012. It was launched at a national forum attended by all 39 Australian Deans of 
Education in Sydney, Australia. Figure 1 illustrates the four phases of the project. Alongside a review 
of current literature (Phase 1), the 12-month project proceeded with consultation meetings in 
Queensland, Victoria, South Australia, Western Australia and New South Wales (Phase 2). Present at 
these meetings were 33 participating Deans of Faculties or Schools of Education, as well as 
representatives from each university’s Indigenous Higher Education Centre. Teacher Education 
programs in the Northern Territory and Tasmania were also represented at these meetings, offering 
crucial insights into issues unique to remote area teacher education. These state meetings provided the 
basis for the subsequent phase of the project, a quantitative and qualitative audit of Australian Faculties 
of Education (Phase 3).  
 
 
 
Figure 1. Research phases 
 
As a mixed-method approach using both quantitative and qualitative analysis, the university audit 
sought previously unavailable data on recent and current enrolments of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander pre-service teachers, as well as data on high attrition rates, program offerings, support 
structures and institutional practice. This data has historically been difficult to obtain, and one of the 
many factors creating this difficulty is that Indigenous data is held in multiple sections of Australian 
universities, including Equity offices and Indigenous Higher Education Centres. This project represents 
the first time the Deans of Education have worked together to collect this data.  
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Agreements at state consultations enabled the selection of universities in which to conduct focus groups 
and individual interviews with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students who are currently, or have 
recently, been enrolled in Faculties of Education. These in-depth, semi-structured interviews enabled 
students to tell their own stories. These narrative accounts highlighted both the successes and 
challenges Indigenous students currently experience while preparing to be teachers. Additional 
interviews were conducted with Indigenous pre-service teachers at two national conferences throughout 
2012.  
 
Data sources, evidence, objects or materials 
Through the national audit of initial teacher education programs in Australia, data has now been 
collected on the offerings and Indigenous enrolment, retention and graduation rates at 33 Australian 
universities. A series of focus groups and interviews have examined the best practices and barriers to 
success experienced by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders in a variety of teacher education 
programs, including mainstream programs, cohort-based programs, remote area teacher education, 
online studies and mixed-mode studies.  
 
Results and/or substantiated conclusions 
A clearer understanding of how to improve initial teacher education for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islanders will emerge as the study ends and as each university prepares its Action Plan. However, the 
research to date clearly identifies areas in which improvement is needed, as well as sites of success. A 
range of data will be reported in the paper, ranging from disaggregated course progression statistics, 
and breakdowns of gender, age, study-mode and basis of entry. While some teacher education 
programs had reasonable enrolment of Indigenous students commensurate with the percentage of 
Indigenous people in their state, the scans substantiated high attrition rates of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students across every university. In other words, while more recruitment into teacher 
education is desirable, the more significant issue is support once Indigenous students enrol. Data from 
scans, for example, show that between 2007 and 2011 a differential of approximately one-third is 
evident between the 3000 commencing students and the 1090 who completed their course (see Figure 
2).  
 
 
 
Figure 2. Commencing Enrolments versus Course Completions  
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Extending much of what is reported in the literature, the information collected through the interviews 
suggests the following as the most significant barriers to success. For many Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students (whether remote, urban or rural), university attendance is a cross-cultural 
experience. Thus, taking steps to participate in this often unaccommodating system is potentially 
daunting and alienating, especially if there are few members of an Indigenous student’s family or 
community who have themselves pursued tertiary education. This alienation was expressed by students 
who discussed a range of issues from loneliness to the real disadvantages they experienced when 
lecturers were unaware of their often-extensive community responsibilities (such as attending funerals), 
which sometimes took priority over their studies. Some of the main concerns for Indigenous students in 
higher education relate to challenges they face in their everyday lives and how they are able to manage 
and negotiate these challenges in light of university policy, procedures and institutional expectations. 
The ability of faculty members to engage with Indigenous students and understand the specific 
challenges they face is vital to providing them with meaningful support. Students also discussed the 
need for better financial assistance; the crucial role played by adequate pastoral and academic support 
(usually offered through Indigenous Higher Education Centres); and the role of committed Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander mentors, staff and lecturers who could both Indigenise the content of their 
courses and understand the issues they faced. The significant role played by mentors (both Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous) and Indigenous Support Centres touches on issues related to cultural safety. We 
found evidence that many Indigenous university students seek out culturally safe places: they regularly 
use facilities and sites on campus that enable them to spend time with Indigenous peers, mentors, 
support staff and other people who value their knowledge. 
 
Scientific or scholarly significance of the study or work  
Higher education is widely understood to be important to Indigenous Australians for several 
fundamental reasons. Amongst these are the necessity to better prepare Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people for leadership roles (Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and 
Youth Affairs, 2006; Pechenkina & Anderson, 2011) and future workforce needs (Indigenous Higher 
Education Advisory Council, 2010). As the first national research commissioned by the Deans of 
Faculties of Education in Australia, the teacher education component of the MATSITI project has the 
capacity to significantly improve initial teacher education in Australia. 
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